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Public Participation in Transportation
Planning in Greensboro
Richard Atkins, Terry Bellamy, Don Bryson, and Elizabeth James
The planning procedures involved in providing
transportation within urbanized areas have un-
dergone a major transformation witii the creation of
thelntermodai Surface Transportation Efficiency Act
(ISTEA) and the Clean Air Act Amendments (CAAA).
Both include specific mandates that require adminis-
trators to develop a public involvement process that
solicits meaningful and timely input from the general
public. In accordance with these requirements, the
Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) are re-
quired to promote increased community and private
sector participation in all areas oftransportation plan-
ning. To meet these requirements, the Greensboro
Department of Transportation has changed their ap-
proach towards public involvement through the devel-
opment ofseveral innovativeconcepts.Thispaperwill
describe several case studies that illustrate these
concepts.
As stated in the Federal Register, "Public involve-
ment processes shall be proactive and provide com-
plete information,timely public notice, full public ac-
cess to key decisions and opportunities for early
continuing involvement."' As with ISTEA, a total
innovative public involvement process must be devel-
oped. It should allow the public to play a major part in
the decision-making process oftransportation related
issues. Incontrast.thetraditional methodsofplanning
allow for public comment and consideration after a
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major decision has been made and a "hard self is made
to citizens for implementation. With the growingtrend
ofcitizenspro-actively making their local governments
and communities more responsive to their needs, the
end result of the traditional process has been one of
increasingly negative and pessimistic sentiment. The
empowerment ofcitizen groups has become the wave
of the future and active participation in the decision-
making process is no longer a wish; it has become an
expectation.
The new transportation planning process seeks to
develop new partnerships, it is predicated on early and
inclusive public involvement to develop long- and
short-range plans. The key words are "early", "inclu-
sive", and "involvement." In order to be effective,
public involvement must start early or at the beginning
and must be inclusive of all players in the process.
Greensboro is striving to meet these objectives.
Description of the Greensboro Service Area
As the county seat, Greensboro is centrally located
in Guilford County, which is part of the north-central
Piedmont Triad region of North Carolina. Interstate 85
connects Greensboro with Durham to the northeast
and Charlotte to the southwest. Interstate 40 connects
Greensboro to Winston-Salem to the west and Raleigh
and Wilmington to the east. Although only one of
several incorporated areas in Guilford County, the City
of Greensboro accounted for nearly 53 percent of the
county's population in 1990. The other incorporated
areas are High Point and Jamestown, southwest of
Greensboro, and Gibsonville to the east.
Certain characteristics ofGreensboro present chal-
lenges to achieving a successful public transportation
system. Compared to otherNorth Carolinians, Greens-
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bororesidentsarerelativelyaffluent. have small house-
holds, and display a fairly high incidence ofautomobile
ownership, all of which tend to reduce public transit
demand. While there is population growth in the outer
areas ofthe city, much ofthat growth consists of low-
density residential and automobile-oriented commer-
cial land uses. Employment centers are widely dis-
persed throughout the city and county.
Greensboro's land area and population have in-
creased over several decades. Between 1980 and
1990, the population of Guilford County increased
approximately nine percent, while Greensboro's grew
about eighteen percent. Annexation accounts for some
of this growth; major land acquisitions increased the
size of the city from 60.7 square miles to 8 1 .8 square
miles.
Like many other American communities,
Greensboro's population is aging because of lower
birth rates, longer life expectancy, and a baby boom
generation which is approaching middle age. Com-
pared with 1980, there are now fewer children and
youth (under 1 9), many more adults between 30 and 45
years of age, and more persons over 45.
Setting the Stage
The City ofGreensboro Department ofTransporta-
tion (GDOT) has always attempted to bring good as
well as bad news to its citizens in open transportation
planning forums. Duringa period when environmental-
ists feel that there are no "good" roads, when the
federal government is mandating clean air and water,
and when consumers are not willing to give up their
automobiles for mass transportation, the transportation
professional must be sensitive to a wide range of
interests.
In 1985. the Greensboro One Bond Task Force
considered various issues and needs facing the com-
munity as part ofthe process ofrecommending a bond
package to be placed before the voting public in the fall
of that year. During their deliberations, it became
apparent that public participation was needed to mea-
sure existing public opinion concerning transportation.
At the request of the City Council, the Transportation
Planning staffdeveloped a proposal to study existing
services and assess the needs and demands within the
community. The study was designed to evaluate ser-
vices against community-based goals and objectives
and to offer a set of recommendations or improve-
ments if warranted.
Two committees were formed to design and con-
duct the study. The Technical Steering Committee,
composed of city staff and service providers, with
additional representatives from the United Way and
the City ofHigh Point, served as advisors fortechnical
evaluation and analysis. The Advisory Committee,
composed of politicians, administrators, and private
citizens, sensitized the team to public attitudes and
needs.
The final study consisted of nine separate tasks:
1
.
Establish community-based goals and objectives for
public transportation in Greensboro,
2. Identify service provider roles and the public they
serve,
3. Assess service performance of current providers,
4. Assess the funding environment,
5. Assess the legal environment,
6. Identify alternative service options,
7. Identify alternative organizational structures,
8. Evaluate alternative organizational and service op-
tions, and
9. Develop a final report and presentation for the City
Council and citizens ofGreensboro.
The following case studies provide a representation
of the Greensboro Department of Transportation's
efforts and commitmenttowards public involvement in
transportation planning.
Case #1 : Public Involvement Process for
Review and Approval ofthe Greensboro
Urban Area Long-Range Transportation Plan
Under the requirements of the Intermodal Surface
Transportation Efficiency Act of 1991 (ISTEA), it is
the responsibility ofeach Metropolitan Planning Orga-
nization (MPO), through its Technical Coordinating
Committee (TCC) and Transportation Advisory Com-
mittee (TAC), to ensure that the public is adequately
informed and involved in the metropolitan transporta-
tion planning process. In the case of a significant
revision or update to the Long Range Transportation
Plan (LRTP), the TCC shall recommend a specific
Public Involvement Plan (PIP) appropriate for the
particular action being considered. Developing, ap-
proving, and implementing the PIP will be among the
earliest tasks completed in a LRTP revision or update.
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The PIP should include provisions enabling theTAC to
monitor the progress of the process.
Each PIP shall describe and schedule suitable ef-
forts designed to inform, educate, build consensus, and
facilitate a collaborative decision-making process. The
PIP will be designed to provide timely information to
potentially affected parties (such as public officials,
citizens, and other agencies) early in the process and
at important decision points along the way. Potentially
critical steps in developing the LRTP include:
• Defining community goals and objectives,
• Proposing strategies and policies,





• Recommending and prioritizing projects, and
• Approvingthe final plan.
Special efforts will be made to contact and consider
the needs ofgroups traditionally underserved by trans-
portation systems and underrepresented in the plan-
ning process, including but not limited to the elderly, the
disabled, low-income households, and minority resi-
dents. A variety oftechniques will be used to achieve
the goals of the public involvement process as effec-





• Polls and surv'eys,
• Newspaper inserts/articles,







• Written comments, and
• Public hearings.
Initial Transportation Advisory Committee (TAC)
approval of the PIP shall be required, and the TAC
may at any time require such revisions to the PIP as are
needed to maintain a full and open process. Adequate
publ ic notice shall be given concerning any revision to
the PIP. The approved PIP will be documented and
made available to the public, and will be included
directly or by reference in the final LRTP document,
along with a summary of significant comments and
responses.
The type and degree ofpublic involvement required
to provide effective community input and review for
the Long Range Transportation Plan (LRTP) varies
accordingtotheactionbeingtaken.Thespecificpublic
involvement process described below should be con-
sidered the minimum acceptable level ofpublic in-
volvement.
The essential elements of the public involvement
process for the Greensboro Urban Area's Long Range
Transportation Plan are:
1. The Greensboro MPO's Technical Coordinating
Committee (TCC) and Transportation Advisory
Committee (TAC) shall review and comment on the
draft LRTP document prior to granting tentative
approval. The tentative approval shall besubjectto
public comments forwarded to the TCC and the
TAC during the public review period.
2. Copies of the draft LRTP will be made available to
the public in the City Clerk's office, the County
Commissioners' office, and the GDOT office. The
public review period shall be thirty days. A notice
will be placed in the major local newspapers for
seven consecutive days at the beginning of the 30
day comment period preceding review and action by
the TCC and TAC. The notice will include a due
date for comments, locations of draft LRTP's, and
a contact person with an address and telephone
number. All comments should be in writing. A public
meeting at the end of the 30 day period is at the
option ofthe TAC. The notice for a public meeting
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should be placed for three consecutive days at least
one week prior to the meeting, and will include a
date, location, and contact person.
3. At least one Greensboro MPO staff person shall be
designated to answer questions from persons or
groups concerning the LRTP.
4. Relevant information will be provided in a timely
manner to any citizens, public agencies, private
providersoftransportation services, orotherparties
or segments of the community identified as being
significantly affected by the proposed actions.
5. Public comments shall be assembled and presented
to the Greensboro Urban Area TCC and TAG.
Response to the public comments shall be prepared
at the discretion of the TAG.
When a significant number of written or oral com-
ments are received on the draft LRTP, the Greensboro
MPO shall prepare a report summarizing the public
comments and their analysis and disposition. This
report shall be submitted along with the fmal LRTP
document to the Federal Highway Administration, the
Federal Transit Administration, and theNorth Carolina
Department of Transportation (NCDOT), and made
available to other parties upon request.
After reviewing public comments, the TCC and
TAC shall meet to consider approval ofthe fmal LRTP
document. If the final LRTP or action differs from
what was made available for public comment to a
degree that raises new and unforeseen material issues,
additional opportunity for public comment will be pro-
vided.
The Greensboro MPO's public involvement pro-
cess will be coordinated with NCDOT's statewide and
project-specific public involvement plans whenever
possible to enhance public consideration and reduce
costs, redundancies, and confusion. This Public In-
volvement Process will be evaluated periodically to
determine its effectiveness, and revised as necessary
to provide full and open access. Any revision to the PIP
will require a 45 day public review and comment
period.
Case#2: Citizen Participation in the
Greensboro Transit Authority'
Beginning in 1934, the transit division of Duke
Power Company provided bus service for the City of
Greensboro under a 99-year franchise agreement. In
the early 1 980s, a number oftransit studies determined
that transit service levels and quality needed vast
improvement. To encourage public participation, nu-
merous public hearings were held regarding this issue.
In 1988, Greensboro citizens confirmed their strong
support for improved public transit by voting to pass a
referendum allocating monies to support the creation
ofthe Greensboro Transit Authority (GTA).
Since its inception, the GTA has dedicated itselfto
actively encouraging public participation on a continu-
ing basis through the use ofinterviews, surveys, public
hearings, site visitations, and informational meetings.
Many changes and improvements in the GTA system
are the direct result ofcitizen input—considered to be
an invaluable source of guidance for the system.
On July 1, 1991, the GTA, underthe direction ofthe
Greensboro Cit>' Council, assumed full responsibility
for the operation and future direction ofGreensboro's
public transit system. In order to meet its commitment
to enhance the quality ofservice and expand the transit
service area to meet the needs of a growing Greens-
boro, GTA reached out to the community to help
identify their requirements. GTA did this in a number
ofw a\ s. First ,it conducted extensive ridership surveys
on the buses regarding the quality of service and
desired changes. Second, it interviewed local busi-
nesses to determine employer and employee needs.
Third, GTA held a series of focus groups with riders
and nonriders to identify unmet transit needs, potential
destination sites, and public perceptions of service.
Lastly, GTA hosted public hearings to determine pos-
sible route, time and destination changes.
Meanwhile, market research allowed the GTA to
review and revise routes and schedules to reflect shifts
in population density, changes in demand, and new
development. All ofthe information gathered led to
GTA" s adoption offour major service improvements,
which include: expanded service hours, service to new
areas, improved headways and increased route effi-
ciency. The system was further designed to provide
on-time service to a wide range of requested destina-
tions, including entertainment sites, cultural centers,
and schools. GTA also responded to community re-
quests for increased frequency of service, later run-
ning hours on certain routes, and service to a local
community college.
On October 7, 1 99 1 , GTA rolled out 22 new state-
of-the-art buses, officially launching its expanded pub-
lic transit system. Each bus is accessible, with a
wheelchair lift and "kneeling" feature for persons with
special mobility needs. All buses are also in compliance
with current EPA particulate emissions standards.
Passengers are able to ride in comfort during the
summer months w ith the addition of air conditioning,
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which was not available on the Duke Power buses.
The Greensboro Transit Authority's marketing fo-
cus also emphasizes citizen input and participation.
From the initial GTA kick-off event, the public has
been an essential and invaluable partner in forming and
developing marketing strategies. Indeed, the primary
mission ofmarketing efforts is to communicate ideas
to others. GTA has taken this concept one step further
and has listened to the public's ideas in order to better
serve them.
Initial marketing efforts involved a concerted cam-
paign to inform Greensboro citizens of the new and
improved transit service. This consisted of creating
strong positive awareness of the new system and its
benefits; educating the community about useful new
features of the service; and overcoming negative
perceptions regarding the Duke Power service which
had resulted in low ridership. A wide range of media
was utilized to reach extensive portions ofGreensboro
citizens with a high-visibility, community-oriented mes-
sage emphasizing the benefits of public transit. Pre-
sentations to civic groups, displays at cultural events,
participation in parades and fairs, and talks to school
groups reinforced GTA's message to the community.
GTA is proud ofthe level ofcommunity involvement
utilized in marketing its system. Greensboro'scitizens
continuing contributions will allow the Greensboro
Transit Authority to accelerate into the 2 1 st Century
offering excellence in service to the entire Greensboro
community.
Case #3: The Greensboro Transportation
Exposition
(1 OnOctoberlO, 1994, the first Transportation Expo-
sition was held at the Greensboro Coliseum Special
Events Center. The event was hosted by the Greens-
boro Urban Area Transportation Advisory Committee
and the local policy body ofthe Metropolitan Planning
Organization.
The Greensboro Department ofTransportation was
designated to serve as the lead planning agency for
coordinating this event. Local staff members were
asked to develop a sketch ofthe way a transportation
fair or expo would be organized. A transportation fair
or expo is an event used to interest citizens in transpor-
tation planning and to provide them with the opportu-
nity to learn about and comment on transportation
projects.
Normally held for one day, the event should be
heavily promoted with local media coverage (televi-
sion, radio, and newspaper). The expo should also
utilize visual exhibits, videos, maps, and models of
projects and processes. At a minimum, the expo should
include the following;
• Visual interest and excitement,
• Variety in exhibits: maps, photos, models, slide
shows, videos, full-sized vehicles, and gift items,
• Accessibility in a central location for the target
audience,
• Extensive publicity to attract participants,
• Attraction for a variety of people of all ages, and
• Opportunities for comments by participants.
The 1 994 expo was divided into two main compo-
nents: (I) visitation of events and exhibits, and (2)
active participation through panel discussion and inter-
action with local officials. This two-stage process was
programmed to allow the exhibits to be visited for the
duration ofthe event, and the interactive sessions to
take place during the evening hours to allow working
individuals an opportunity to take part. The total pro-
cess involved video cameras, Q&A stations, and
ongoing recording by local transportation groups ofthe
public's comments, suggestions, and concerns. The
information collected will serve as a review and cri-
tique ofthe event as well as a guide for planning future
activities of this nature.
Public participation at expo events can be predi-
cated on several factors: weather, day/date, location,
and awareness. Contact was made with several spe-
cial interest groups throughout the city to raise their
awareness as well as seek input regarding items,
exhibits, and discussions. At best, a small representa-
tion of citizen groups was expected and did attend.
Other groups invited to participate included: Volvo-
GM, Epees Trucking, Sierra Club, and the local Insti-
tute of Transportation Engineers chapter from North
Carolina A&T State University. Citizen groups that
attended the expo closely examined the information
gathered and are expected to bring follow-up com-
ments to an open interaction session scheduled later.
Description of the Expo
Starting at noon on the day ofthe expo, the public
was invited to see, feel, and learn about the many
transportation matters operated by the C ity ofGreens-
boro. Many pieces of heavy equipment used in the
daily operation ofthe department were on display,
including asphalt equipment, snow plows, leaftrucks.
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and sign-marking trucl<s. Tiie Greensboro Transit
Authority offered sciieduie information, bus passes,
and opportunities to review their handicapped acces-
sible transit bus. The North Carolina Department of
Transportation presented safety exhibits, public trans-
portation and rail information, congestion technology,
and motorvehicle registration information.
Beginning at 6;30 p.m., three interactive panel dis-
cussions were presented over a three-hour period. The
first session focused on the status of all state and local
transportation projects in the Greensboro area. The
panel included a spokesperson from NCDOT, a local
traffic engineer, a city engineer, a project planner, and
the transit administrator. The second session was a
review ofthe current I STEA efforts, including expla-
nations ofmetropolitan planning, project selections and
funding, and necessar\ publ ic involvement. The makeup
ofthis session included a statewide planning engineer.
a local traffic engineer, and city budget and evaluation
administrators. The th ird and final session dealt with an
overview of the various transportation-related plan-
ning efforts underway at the local, regional, and state
levels, with emphasis on coordination and citizen par-
ticipation. Key players in this session included the
Mayor Pro-Tem, city and county engineers. Council of
Government officials, and statew ide planning engi-
neers. All sessions were moderated by representa-
tives from city and county government. As noted
earlier, these sessions were open, w ith opportunities
for the public to raise quest ions concerning specifics of
various projects.
Special emphasis in these sessions was given to the
presentation materials. All presenters agreed on using
computer-generated presentation software, and hand-
outs ofthe computer-generated visuals pro\ ided par-
ticipants with easy reference for questions and com-
ments. While budgetary expenditures were minimal,
the staff time and resources involved were extensive.
The largest costs were associated with facility and
equipment rental. Dedicated staffsupport was consid-
ered essential in the final stages of this process as well
as during the actual event. Organizational meetings
were essential for fine-tuning the solicitation ofexhibi-
tors and publicity.
Analysis and Recoinuiendations
This type ofevent cannot replace the public process
that records statements in a formal manner for the
general public. It does, however, provide a comple-
ment by providing an informational basis about the
many varied operations and procedures oftransporta-
tion. This event serves as a high-impact informational
tool for discussion by the public. As recognized by
various transportation administrators, the major reason
that the public has not had a large impact in the
planning process is simply because they are not aware
of the total picture. An event of this nature stimulates
awareness and understanding.
A major consideration for our next expo is the need
to plan earlier for this type of event. Outside agency
participation is highly contingent on requesting an
activity of this nature on their yearly schedule. The
dividends of this small task should provide flexibility
during the selection of acti\ ities for public participa-
tion. Early organizational meetings with representa-
tives from all phases of the event are essential.
Director's Comments
Richard Atkins, Director ofthe Greensboro Depart-
ment ofTransportation, viewed these public participa-
tion projects as the trend of the future. The highly
technocratic engineer is now being replaced by a
customer relations planner/engineer that can deal with
the general public using lawman's terms. The word
"advocate" is no longeraternuised exclusively by land
use planners, but rather is being used universally in the
development oftransportation systems.
Transportation istypicallyoneofthelargerplanning
functions that does not normally allocate funds or
resources to educate the public on the process. Many
citizens do not understand the complex requirements
of transportation planning and usually do not get in-
volved in the selection oftransportation projects. Most
citizens are involved in transportation planning only
when proposals have turned into a project, and many
ofthem do not realize the magnitude oftransportation
servicesthatthecommunity receives, including: street
maintenance, street cleaning, snow removal, leafcol-
lection, drainage, dead animal pickup, signs and mark-
ings, signal maintenance and construction, and public
transportation. The Greensboro Department ofTrans-
portation staffdesires to continue to develop a process
that encourages the public to be more involved in the
transportation process. Ultimately, citizen participa-
tion will improve theprovisionofquality transportation.
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